
The Mayflower Story  
The Mayflower set sail  on 16th September 1620 from Plymouth, UK, to voyage to America. But its history and sto ry start long 

before that.  

Its passengers were in search of a new life ɀ some seeking religious freedom, others a fresh start in a different land. They 

would go on to be known as the Pilgrims and influence the future of the United States of America in ways  they could never 

have imagined.  

This story isn't just about the Mayflower's passengers though. It's about the people who already lived in America and the 

enormous effect the arrival of these colonists would have on Native Americans and the land they had c alled home for 

centuries.  

More than 30 million people can trace their ancestry to the 102  passengers  and approximately  30 crew aboard the 

Mayflower when it landed in Plymouth Bay, Massachusetts, in the harsh winter of 1620.  

Onboard were men, women and children from different walks of life across England and the city of Leiden in Holland.  

 

A significant number were known as Separatists, a group of people who mostly wanted to live a life free from the current 

Church of England.  

Others were on the ship for a multitude of reasons ɀ some anticipated the chance to build a better future for their families 

and the opportunity of new land, while for others the offer of freedom and adventure was too good to turn down.  

Then there were the crew themselves, plus the servants and unaccompanied children sent by their families to be looked 

after by the adul ts. 

The passengers are often grouped into ɄSaintsɅ or ɄStrangersɅ by historians, alluding to their motivations for the journey. But 

many ɄSaintsɅ were likely skilled tradesmen and many ɄStrangersɅ had their own religious reasons for leaving 17th century 

England. 

The origins of these passengers can be traced across England and in the Netherlands ɀ as illustrated by the interactive map 

below.  



Importantly, the Pilgrims were not the first to land in America, nor did they discover it. There were alread y established 

colonies at the time, not least Jamestown ɀ founded in 1607.  

But the Mayflower story is renowned for its themes of freedom and humanity ɀ including the relationships first formed 

between the Native American Wampanoag tribe and the colonists a nd the first Thanksgiving.  

We begin much earlier than 1620, in the villages, towns and cities of England.  

The King of England  

The decision by Henry VIII to break away from the Roman Catholic Church ɀ principally so he could divorce his first wife, 

Catherin e of Aragon, had far -reaching ramifications.  

He created his own church, with its own rules determined by him  - called the Church of England. In doing this, Henry was 

expelled by the Pope and the reformation of the English churches had started.  

Many believed that HenryɅs new church was still too similar to the PopeɅs and wanted even more changes. Some wanted to 

separate it from other churches by purifying it of all Catholic practices. They became known as the Puritans.  

However, others believed that you could  not change the church and that the only way to form a new group was to break 

away entirely. They became known as the Separatists.  

The Church dictated all aspects of life ɀ from what you ate to what you wore. To dispute that rule was a dangerous path 

endin g in prosecution. This was especially foreboding for Separatists.  

The Separatist leaders  

The leading religious Separatists who voyaged to America in 1620 mostly originated from an area where modern -day 

Nottinghamshire, Yorkshire and Lincolnshire meet.  

Regarded as dangerous renegades who rejected fundamental principles of the State and the established Church of England, 

they worshipped in secret to avoid arrest and persecution.  

Among them was William Brewster, who was brought up in the village of  Scrooby in North Nottinghamshire.  

Inspired by the radical words of Richard Clifton, the rector of nearby All Saints' Church in  Babworth , Brewster is believed to 

have founded a Separatist Church in his family home - the manor house at Scrooby.  

 



Scrooby Manor House 

He was fined for non -attendance at St WilfridɅs Church in Scrooby but was respected as an elder and spiritual guide and 

played a significant role in the congregationɅs later journeys. 

Brewster strongl y influenced William Bradford from Austerfield, a nearby South Yorkshire village. When the Separatists 

landed in America, Bradford went on to become a Governor of the Plymouth Colony, serving for more than 30 years.  

William BradfordɅs journal, Of Plimoth Plantation, records much of what happened to the group, including how they had 

become so persecuted that they could no longer live peacefully.  

Bradford was baptised at St Helena's church where the original font can be seen today. Heavily influenced by leading Pilgrim 

William Brewster, he was a sickly young orphan when they first met  but grew into a passionate religious radical.  

A similar group had long been growing in the nearby town of  Gainsborough  in Lincolnshire, drawing members from 

surrounding villages. They would also worship clandestinely under the guidance of John Smyth at the Gainsborough Old Hall.  

 

Inside Gainsborough Old Hall 

Escaping to Holland  

As the authorities intensified their crackdown on the Separatists, the two groups decided to flee England for Holland ɀ seen 

as a liberal nation where they could live peacefully.  

One night in the autumn of 1607, they secretly met a boat on the edge of ɄThe WashɅ at Scotia Creek, near Boston  in 

Lincolnshire ɀ some having walked 60 miles.  



 

The monument at Scotia Creek that marks where the Pilgrims tried to make their escape 

But the captain of a ship betrayed them and the local militia seized the group and took their mone y, books and personal 

possessions. Stripped of their belongings and hope, the group were brought by boat back to Boston and  held and tried  at 

the Guildhall, home to the local law court and cells.  

They were eventually freed and made a second, successful att empt at fleeing to Holland ɀ this time from the coastal town of 

Immingham in Lincolnshire.  

A new life in Leiden  

They settled in the city of  Leiden via Amsterdam.  Leiden was a city of free -thinkers, relative religious tolerance, and a long 

tradition of offering shelter to the dispossessed.  

They built a life in Leiden, living and working here for 12 years. They built land near the spectacular Pieterskerk church an d 

built  houses in what is today known as the Engelse poort (English Alley).   

Many worked in the textile industry and similar trades ɀ but it was hard work and a challenging life. William Brewster 

operated a printing press in what is today known as ɄWilliam Brewster AlleyɅ. Here he produced dissident pamphlets that 

were smuggled into England for distribution.  



 

William Brewster Alley 

Eventually , the time in a foreign land took its toll and the group started to plan a journey to a new land to start again.  

ϥtɅs thought there were several reasons for this ɀ not least that the fear their children were effectively growing up as Dutch 

children.  


